Limón's career took place in New York City, and because he was extremely reticent, if not purposefully vague, about his youth in Los Angeles, it is not widely known that this great artist grew up here, graduating with honors from Abraham Lincoln High School in 1926, and majoring in art at UCLA for one year. Jose Limón's father, a musician, brought his young family across the border in search of a stable environment around 1915. The revolution had made things impossible at their home in the city of Culiacan, state of Sonora. Relocated to L.A. at the age of six, and already a veteran of chaos, violence, and death, Limón was a shy soul lost in L.A.'s big-city bustle. The family was constantly moving among L.A.'s scattershot immigrant neighborhoods. Limón's isolation deepened when his beloved mother died bearing her thirteenth child (only six survived). Alienated from his father and shattered by the loss of his mother, a rebellious Limón embarked out on a solo journey that spanned his entire life.
At Lincoln High School, Limón, a bright and engaged student, had displayed talent for drawing and painting. He gravitated into a circle of young men, all self-styled artists who embraced the He grappled with modern dance's challenges with varying degrees of success. A late starter at age 19, he'd been a distance runner, which had tightened leg muscles that for modern dance execution should be loose and pliant. This called for brutal late-night stretching sessions in unheated dance studios long after fellow students had left.
Limón's traditional Mexican upbringing, with its cultural formality and modesty, made the public display of his body in form-fitting tights a real trauma. But something impelled him. New York audiences had never seen the equivalent of Limón, a tall, exotically handsome, and well-built male dancer. Their rapturous feedback helped mitigate his sensitivity.
The product of a machismo culture, Limón not only chose to work in a female-dominated field, but he was homosexual. He chose a career in which near poverty was nearly guaranteed; this conflicted with his strong Mexican work ethic; there would be no paychecks mailed home to L.A.
Yet none of these hardships, conflicts, and even torments, succeeded in putting him off dancing … or off making dances. Of all the applicants, Limón was picked. He represented our country at the highest level, and danced at the White House for President Lyndon Johnson," she says.
"On the other hand, José Limón's work transcends nationality and race. He choreographed about humanity at its deepest level: the meaning of being an outcast and a stranger, the meaning of being at odds with your own fate, and what it means to have nothing to offer the world but your own sense of worth as a human being. This guy had every reason and excuse to drop out of society, but he chose every day of his life to do the opposite. He contributed."
A fine way to experience Limón's life and art is through the documentary film, "José Limón: A Life Beyond Words" (prod: Ann Vachon, dir: Malachi Roth, 2001 ) available on DVD. Another is by reading Limon's autobiographical "An Unfinished Memoir" (Wesleyan University Press, 1999) . This article relied on both sources.
